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Preface

I FIRST HEARD OF THE CAPE COD BASEBALL LEAGUE when I was an infielder at Dartmouth College in the early 1980s. Players didn’t use the league’s formal name, but, rather, talked wistfully about “playing on the Cape,” as if some kind of aura surrounded the geography, itself. The league was the best of the NCAA summer leagues. We didn’t know much about it or how someone went about getting into it—that was part of the Cape’s mystique—but we knew that most of us had been team captains and all-stars and most valuable players in high school, and none of us was good enough to play there.

I spent my first college summer back home in Walpole, New Hampshire, playing on a team that attracted the most serious players within an eight- or ten-town radius, players who had gone on, mostly, to small northeastern colleges. Some noncollege guys played on the team as well. They worked their full-time jobs around the games, brought beer in the trunks of their cars, gave the eight-team league a rough, townie edge. I’d been aware all along of the sorting taking place around me, and now I felt the pinch.

I had played with or against many of the players in Walpole before—we stood at the tip of a local pyramid whose base stretched across a broad rural area, our talent or drive having lifted us higher than almost everyone we’d played with on the way up. The winnowing, at the lower levels, had been clear, relatively painless, usually self-selected. Millions of kids start out dreaming of being big-league ballplayers. Most of them, at early ages, admit they don’t have what it takes, or decide the game isn’t worth the effort, or find some other passion to replace it. Dreams are fragile. But I had fallen in love with the game at eight years old, and from then on I wanted nothing more than to play second base for the Boston Red Sox.

Wanting to be a baseball player differed from wanting to be an astronaut or a policeman. I could actually work at becoming a baseball player, and I grew up believing I could will myself to the majors by working harder than anybody else. I was the kid who slept with his baseball glove, who shoveled snow off the driveway so I could play catch in the winter. I talked my parents into letting me go to baseball camps. My father, a Brit, didn’t understand the sport. My mother knew only a little about it, but she loved watching my games, and both of them respected how much I wanted to be good at it. They bought me baseball books, reassured me, without really knowing, that I had a chance. When I was twelve years old I saw an ad in the back of a Baseball Digest and wrote away for information about how to become a major league ballplayer. I pored over the thick binder that arrived, memorizing the mimeographed pages of tips and exercises and descriptions of what scouts looked for in a prospect. Fortunately, I had a knack for the game. At each higher level I stood out, got picked for all-star teams.

And baseball changed me. I lived for the game, and made decisions based on how they’d affect my playing. I ate differently than the rest of my family—no soda, no junk food. I went to bed early without being told. I was a shy kid. I didn’t like drawing attention to myself, except on a baseball field. There I took charge, felt the confidence that comes from being looked up to, admired, singled out.

Only one other talented player in my class shared the same dream. Jeff Hubbard and I had pushed each other ever since Little League. We practiced endlessly—I threw balls at his feet, he hit grounders just beyond my reach, to make me dive. Before games, we dressed together at Jeff’s house, getting psyched up to the thump of Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers. We weren’t alike. I thought he was cocky, and I couldn’t understand why he turned everything into a competition. I was quiet, serious, brooded over small failures. But we were best friends. His dad, who had been a star pitcher at the University of New Hampshire before throwing snowballs ruined his arm, took both of us to Winter Haven, Florida, each March to watch the Red Sox train for their upcoming season—and to prepare us for ours. We stayed at the same hotel as the Red Sox players, ate in the same restaurants. In the evenings Jeff and I sneaked onto a perfectly groomed red-clay infield at the minor league complex and practiced fielding ground balls over and over and over until it became too dark to see them. We hopped the fence of an orange orchard beyond the outfield of Chain O’ Lakes Park and chased down home-run balls. We kept a milk crate’s worth so we could take our own batting practice with the real thing.

Jeff and I both played in college—a rare occurrence for athletes from our small town—but I knew, that first year, that Jeff had stepped out from the local pyramid and entered a much larger one. He was our best player and perennial all-star shortstop, and the only one missing from my summer team. He’d gone to the University of North Carolina on a baseball scholarship. In the summer he was playing on the Cape.

THE SUMMER BEFORE WE STARTED college was a powerful one, and I remember the way it ended.

My dream of playing professional baseball felt very close. I had been named the outstanding player in the previous year’s state American Legion tournament. I played second base for the strongest Legion team in the district, and Jeff played shortstop; the papers called us the best double-play combination in the state in years. Our coach told me that major league scouts had been asking about both of us.

I had gone on my first date with the smartest girl in my class, someone I’d had a crush on for a long time. We’d driven an hour to a theater at Dartmouth, where I was headed that fall. We’d watched a performance of Richard III, and later, at her front door, we’d kissed goodnight. The next day, on a sunny, hot, glorious afternoon, feeling invincible, I hung in too long turning a double play. Jeff was pitching in a tense, close game. The groundball up the middle got hung up in our shortstop’s glove. I floated over to the bag, planted my left leg, and waited until he found the ball and shuffled it to me. It arrived as the baserunner lowered his shoulder and crashed into the side of my left leg.

Something in my trajectory ripped apart as my knee’s ligaments tore, and I sensed in the hospital that any chance I’d had of playing in the pros had disappeared. The surgeon prepared me for half a year of rehab, just to play again with a bulky knee brace.

At Dartmouth I worked year-round, as hard as ever, and started on the varsity as a freshman. I had romantic notions about being discovered on an unlikely ball field in northern New England, but I knew now they were fantasies, and reality gradually smothered them altogether. Looking back, I wonder whether I didn’t know the truth even earlier, when I tossed out recruiting letters I’d received from Division I schools, including North Carolina, and chose an Ivy League school close to home for its academics. At the time, I simply created a story that my dream could fit into: If I were good enough, I’d be seen no matter where I played. I didn’t look deeply enough to see the fear.

At every earlier level I had excelled, and expected to excel. But after the knee injury I lost my quickness in the field, and then my confidence at bat, and I never again felt the absolute sureness that I’d felt the summer I was eighteen. For the first time I couldn’t tell where I stood. I was just another player on a mediocre team in a mediocre baseball conference. Working hard and getting plenty of sleep didn’t make any difference. Disoriented, hungry to experience college, I quit playing after my junior season, just as Jeff Hubbard was heading back to the Cape, a year before the Baltimore Orioles drafted him.

Having been defined and changed by a boy’s game, I put it away and found a full life waiting. My world lost a center and became bigger at the same time.

IN THE SUMMER OF 2001, researching an article for Yankee magazine, I spent a few days on the lower Cape with my wife and young daughter. I’d written features for several national publications and dozens more for Yankee by then, including a profile of Bill Lee, an eccentric pitcher called Spaceman whom I’d loved watching during those spring trainings in Winter Haven, Florida. I’d come back to the game as a fan, though not a serious one. The Red Sox radio broadcasts still soothed me. I occasionally glimpsed a high school game while I was driving and pulled over to watch an inning or two. But I’d become busy with work, with restoring an old farmhouse, eventually with family. Over time my circle of friends included fewer and fewer athletes, more people whose interests leaned to canoeing or back-country skiing or gardening.

On the Cape, we meandered one evening down Route 28 to the village of Chatham, and watched the Chatham A’s play the Falmouth Commodores in a Cape Cod League baseball game. The soft June air carried wisps of fog over the dark brown dirt and lush grass. The field glowed under the lights, seemed alive. The players, smooth, graceful, beautiful, drew my eye. I felt old longings rise. I recognized the players in an instant. They weren’t dispassionate, nearly robotic, major leaguers. Nor were they hard-edged minor leaguers fighting for survival. These were kids, full of life—some of them laughing, some scared, some swaggering with the absolute sureness of invincibility. And they were phenomenally talented.

I registered all of it instinctively, in a way that, probably, only a former player could. If not for a knee injury, or more size, or a streak of cockiness, or different parents, or a different school, or a thin margin of talent, that could have been me out there, once.

From my vantage point I could tell, even better than they could, what kind of sorting was going on, what was at stake. About half of the players on the field that night would take the next step—from the top level of the best amateur pyramid in the country to the bottom of the much smaller pyramid of the pros. A handful would make it all the way to the top. The question hanging in that soft summer air was who. And a more complex one: Why those and not the others?

I saw a human story at every position. I wondered what it must feel like to be a twenty-year-old all-star on Cape Cod. To spend ten weeks around the sun and sand and blue water, standing out among the finest college players in the country. Or to be in that same bucolic landscape but struggling, doubting yourself for the first time, suddenly questioning whether you had what it took to make it. I pointed out the scouts to my wife, Kristen. We could see them sitting behind the home-plate backstop with their digital stopwatches and radar guns that looked like black plastic blow dryers. A dozen guns lifted in unison every time a pitch sped toward the plate.

I wondered what my friend Jeff would see watching these same players. He’d lasted five years in the minors with three different organizations before washing out at the age of twenty-six. For a while after that he’d become a coach with a minor league team. But the constant travel drained too much time away from his growing family. After years of running a fitness club, he’d recently become restless, missed the game. He was trying to find a way back in. He’d looked for a stepping stone, and had found one. I didn’t know it that evening, but Jeff was back in the game, coaching in Wareham in the Cape Cod Baseball League.

For the better part of a year I couldn’t get that Chatham game out of my head—the wispy fog, the beautiful players, the radar guns behind home plate, the kids playing catch into the dark next to the brightly lit field. The following June I moved my family to Cape Cod to witness the most crucial summer of some young men’s lives. The Cape League would be at their center, and I wanted to be there to watch. It wasn’t only the baseball I was interested in, but what happened to their dreams.


The Cape, then, in early summer, held an especial clarity of light, imparting a first-day-of-Creation feeling, like the opening movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. The leaves of the honey locusts shone yellow-green in the sun against the clean blue of the sky. Everything so brimmed with youth that it held the power to peel back the years and restore the excitements of childhood to us older persons. The heat of summer had not yet tired the countryside; meadows were white with daisies, yellow with coreopsis, purple with vetch. The dunes glowed golden with poverty grass in bloom. Little white boats tossed on the bay, shining in their new coats of paint. This moment of clear joy was preciously transient. It would never more exist until the following June.

Clare Leighton,

“The Rituals of Summer”


PROLOGUE

The Call

A MOMENT ARRIVED IN EVERY player’s story when the stakes suddenly changed. For Jamie D’Antona, that moment came in the dim fluorescent light of a batting cage in suburban Connecticut.

At the beginning, the hitting lessons focused on drills: thirty dry hacks with the bottom hand, then thirty with the top hand, whipping the bat at imaginary balls coming low and outside, in high and tight. Then off a batting tee, thirty with both hands, then thirty with each hand again. Then another series with the old man crouching off to his side, softly tossing baseballs toward the strike zone of the fourteen-year-old boy. Finally, a machine arm flung a pitch, and another, and another, and for twenty minutes more Jamie D’Antona swung, with Joe Benanto watching and barking corrections.

All this happened a long time ago, to D’Antona’s way of regarding time, in a batting cage at Joe Benanto’s laboratory, the B&B Indoor Training Center in Shelton, Connecticut. He’d seen the best players from other schools taking lessons there, too. Shelton, a nondescript mill town, drew hopeful kids from five or six surrounding suburban towns, along with parents who had ambitions for them.

Over time, D’Antona internalized near-perfect mechanics, converted them into solid line drive after solid line drive. Drills and tee-work took up less of each session. Benanto offered him more advanced skills—recognizing pitches, anticipating, working the strike zone. Then he simply turned the boy loose in the cage.

Benanto was one of those guys who sit low down in the vast infrastructure of the professional baseball world. He had coached for forty years. He’d won 200 games in high school, then gone up the turnpike from Shelton and won nearly 250 more at Yale. In retirement he’d started a little baseball school with six batting cages. He had an eye for talent and a knack for nurturing it. He charged fifty bucks for a sixty-minute hitting lesson, and was overbooked.

In between lessons, D’Antona worked seven days a week at the batting cages. He loaded the machines with balls, fiddled with dials to adjust the pitching arms, picked up and swept the place. Soon he was helping teach the younger kids, and he caught for Joe Benanto while Benanto taught the older ones. By that time, Jamie was excelling on all-star teams, hitting with power and consistency rarely seen in hard competition.

At seventeen, an age when some American teenagers lose their taste for work, D’Antona tore out of the school parking lot each day in his ’97 ragtop Mustang, dropped his younger sister at home, cruised over to Shelton, and worked until nine. On Saturdays and Sundays he worked mornings. It wasn’t so much that he liked to work—he hardly considered it working when he was at the cages. And he didn’t need the money. He lived in Trumbull, in Fairfield County, one of the wealthiest counties in the entire country. His parents, who both commuted to teaching jobs in Greenwich—where the serious money was—were well enough off to own a big house in a nice neighborhood and a twenty-six-foot off-shore fishing boat that they moored at a yacht club on Long Island Sound. Joe and Karin D’Antona had encouraged their son to take the job at the batting cage. They supported his baseball, and they liked Joe Benanto’s influence. They also liked that the job kept Jamie busy. D’Antona was the kind of kid who could get into trouble—he was impulsive, took chances, wanted to experience life at a hundred miles an hour. He fishtailed his Mustang on ice just to scare his sister. He blasted hard rock music. Hitting a baseball focused his attention, channeled all that energy. D’Antona put in overtime at the batting cages because he threw himself hard into everything he loved, and he loved hitting a baseball more than anything.

Some weekend mornings he let himself into the cages extra early to hit for a down hour with nobody around. Hit from the stances of his favorite major leaguers. Switch over and hit left-handed. Move up and see how near he could get to the pitching machine before it blew the ball past him—stand ten or twelve feet away from it, with almost no time to react—and still hit. Hit, for the way it made him feel proud, and for the joy of it, for the feel in his hands when he struck a ball so solidly that he thought it might tear through the mesh netting at the back of the cage.

Every week from October to March, during the cold New England off-season, Jamie D’Antona took two thousand, three thousand swings in the cages. He came to know every nuance of his swing—his stance, the loading, timing, weight transfer, the rotation of his hips and upper body, whip of his hands, his follow-through. He came to understand his swing unconsciously, so that he could put every part of it together in the two blinks of an eye it took a distant ninety-mile-an-hour fastball to cross the plate. He could clear his mind of every distracting thing; he could hit without thinking. It was considered the single most difficult thing to do in all of sports—something experts had endlessly, elegantly dissected into its many components—but Jamie D’Antona simply saw the ball and crushed it. Balls exploded off his bat.

Early on, Benanto realized he was working with an extraordinary talent, a once-in-a-lifetime talent. He stopped taking payments from big Joe D’Antona, who had attended every one of his son’s lessons before Jamie had gotten his driver’s license. Benanto considered it a privilege just to watch the boy hit.

One afternoon late in his senior year at Trumbull High School, D’Antona was pulled aside by his coach. A major league scout, Matt Merullo of the Arizona Diamondbacks, had called to say he was coming to watch D’Antona play. D’Antona couldn’t believe the news, though he shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d grown up starring in a baseball-obsessed town. Trumbull had upset Taiwan in the Little League World Series in 1989, a few years before Jamie came through. The victory had made Trumbull something of a legend throughout Little League baseball. Townspeople fussed over the best players from a young age.

D’Antona had batted varsity cleanup since his sophomore year—the power position in the line-up, the one carrying the highest expectations and pressure. As a junior he’d batted .623—amazingly, almost two hits for every three times at bat. He’d been the youngest ever to play for Team USA/New England’s junior team in international competition. He’d led his state’s under-eighteen Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) team to a national championship, and had won the Most Valuable Player award in that tournament’s world series. The insider’s bible, Baseball America, called him the top high school player to watch in Connecticut.

But he resisted taking his talent seriously. He had gone to a couple of major league tryouts but felt awkward at them, didn’t know what he was doing there. He played best when baseball was fun. He liked challenging himself, liked winning. As the adults and newspapers got more serious about his prospects, he himself seemed to get less serious about his playing. He joked with opponents during games, rolled his eyes or laughed at errors he made at third base. He hardly ever talked about baseball away from the field, and especially not about his future. “I’m more of a here-and-now-type person,” he’d say. People watching him—unaware of the hours he’d spent in the batting cage mimicking his heroes—might have wondered whether D’Antona even cared about how well he did.

He tried desperately to keep the game from getting too intense. He’d only grudgingly started talking about the possibility of playing in college. But, told that a scout would come to watch him, he found himself taking batting practice with a new purpose. As he hit line drive after line drive, he let himself think, for the first time, that he might someday play in the majors. He could actually get paid—maybe hundreds of thousands of dollars, maybe millions of dollars—to hit a baseball. The thought thrilled him.

AT TWO YEARS OLD Tim Stauffer picked up a football and hurled the thing with a perfect spiral. His aunts and uncles laughed. One of his uncles called him Spike, and from then on everybody in the family knew the kid had a gift for throwing.

At seven years old he dreamed of pitching in the major leagues. He lost a game in Little League and was so upset that he cried inconsolably. His father put a pitcher’s rubber in the family’s back yard in Saratoga Springs, New York. Rick Stauffer had once appeared in Sports Illustrated’s “Faces in the Crowd” for his American Legion pitching statistics. As a pitcher at St. Joseph’s University in Pennsylvania, he had attracted the looks of big league scouts before an arm injury ended his career. He knew the game and saw the talent in his only son.

The back yard was hidden from neighbors by trees in a new, leafy development not far from the Hannaford Supermarket that Rick Stauffer managed, just north of the race track and the Skidmore College campus and Saratoga Springs’ grand old Victorian downtown. Tim played catch with his dad most nights before dinner, sometimes after dinner, too, and always with a purpose. They called one of their games “What If?”

“What if there are runners on first and second and no outs?” the father would ask. “Where would you throw the ball if it’s hit to you?”

“What if you’ve got an oh-two count on a hitter, and you’ve thrown him two fastballs down and in? What do you want to throw on the next pitch?”

They played the game incessantly. More than once, they played “What If?” during the family’s entire seven-hour drive to an uncle’s beach house on the Delaware shore.

The boy learned to command his pitches. He wasn’t flashy, not a kid anyone looked at and thought This one’s special. Except that throwing is an unnatural motion. And even in Little League—in Little League, where ten-year-olds are still working out the coordination to throw a baseball near home plate—Timmy Stauffer threw strikes. He had an easy, loose motion to his arm and a feel for situations that eluded most older players.

In fifth grade he wrote a poem entitled “Timothy” that included the lines “I am baseball / thoughtful, in control.” (His mom put the poem, framed in a little piece of glass, on the window ledge above the kitchen sink, and it sits there today, stained and worn, the glass frame cracked.) He devoured the sports pages of The Saratogian, memorizing statistics, registering each rise and fall of his favorite team, the Boston Red Sox. He plastered his bedroom wall with baseball posters. Every Christmas morning he delightedly unwrapped a new complete set of Topps baseball cards. He studied the game, grew to love its complexity and the way each inning offered brand-new challenges and surprises.

Between nine and fourteen, he added a shoe size each year. By high school he was up to size-fourteen cleats, stood six foot two, weighed 190 pounds, and threw three kinds of pitches, each at several speeds and all with uncanny accuracy. He stopped throwing to his father off the rubber in the back yard. His father could no longer catch him. In his senior year he led his team—serious, tiny, unassuming Saratoga Central Catholic High School—all the way to the New York class C finals. He won thirteen games that spring and lost none. He struck out 173 batters and walked only fifteen. Some long-standing friendships drifted because Stauffer cared more about baseball than about partying and being one of the guys. (Years later, he told his parents why those friendships had ended, but not then. He had felt an allegiance to his friends, and honored it.) He was a quiet, extremely private teenager, dutiful around adults, an altar server at church. He knew he could pitch well, but he aspired to a higher standard. He drove himself harder than any parent or coach could have. Nobody could recall a local pitcher with better control.

The Baltimore Orioles selected him in the 2000 Major League Baseball First-Year Player Draft. They dangled $60,000 in front of him to induce him to begin his professional career in the Orioles’ farm system. It might have been a heady, gratifying proposition for most kids who had been aiming for so long at such a small opening. Of every two hundred high school seniors playing organized baseball that year, only one got the chance to turn pro. But it didn’t go to Stauffer’s head. All along his parents had insisted he go to college. He accepted a scholarship from the University of Richmond over other offers, including one from the Naval Academy in Annapolis.

He knew that fate and injury lurked beyond his control. Throwing a baseball put tremendous stress on still-developing elbows and shoulders. Major league teams drafted high school pitchers carefully for that reason. Drafted high school pitchers were only half as likely as college pitchers to make it to the big leagues. Young pitchers were racehorses, fine and unpredictable.

Stauffer never said so, but even as he turned down the Orioles’ offer, he knew he might be passing up the best chance he’d ever get.

His father told him he’d get an even better opportunity in a few years—if he stayed focused.

THOMAS PAULY’S TURNING POINT came later than usual. He’d stood out at a private school in Jacksonville, Florida, playing outfield and pitching. He was named captain and MVP and twice all-city. But every high school in the country had players with credentials like that. Unlike the brightest stars, Pauly never played in “Area Code Games” or on select AAU teams. He skipped baseball camps and major league showcases. What he’d really excelled at was swimming. He had top-sixteen finishes in both the hundred-yard and fifty-yard freestyle in the toughest division of Florida’s state competition. In high school he surfed and worked as a lifeguard and spent more time at the beach and the pool than on a diamond.

He’d grown up in a household that valued education. His mother, Marta, born in Cuba, had been a freshman at Jacksonville University when she’d met Tom Pauly, a young first-year philosophy instructor. Tom, tall and fit, was from a Milwaukee German family, and his son Thomas had inherited his long arms and long legs. In high school, Pauly stood six foot two but wore thirty-seven-and-a-half-inch sleeves. Classmates called him “Orangutan Arms.”

Pauly’s coach, a former major league baseball player named Joel Davis, saw promise in those long limbs and the strong outfield throwing arm, and converted Pauly to a sidearming pitcher during his junior year. Davis knew about his player’s grades and high SAT scores and made a call to a former big league teammate, Scott Bradley, coach of the baseball program at Princeton University. Bradley flew down to Florida, and he saw the promise too.

Starting at Princeton, Pauly wasn’t sure he belonged on a Division I field, even in the Ivy League, which was known for its academics and lacrosse and rowing, not baseball. Ivy schools didn’t even offer athletic scholarships.

Pauly, hiding his anxiousness, pretended he didn’t care whether he failed or not. He had an unusually deep sense of humility, which he translated into acting dumb, making fun of himself. The team’s “kangaroo court” fined him more often than any other player for seemingly clueless behavior.

In his first college appearance, in March 2001, Oklahoma State rocked him for ten runs in just two and two-thirds innings. Between innings Pauly punched a bathroom stall and popped a blood vessel in his right hand. He sulked through much of the season, acting angry or disinterested, especially when he didn’t perform well. But Bradley patiently nurtured him. He told Pauly that college freshmen often struggled against juniors and seniors—that was when bodies changed, filled out, when boys turned into men. Pauly weighed just 175 pounds.

Bradley changed Pauly’s pitching motion from sidearm to overhand. Pauly learned how to pitch on the job, and slowly he bought in to Bradley’s teachings. Bradley was quietly, ambitiously, building a very good program. The Ivy League occasionally sent players on to the pros, but in the past few years, the highly drafted players had come from Princeton.

Bradley brought Pauly into a crucial situation against Dartmouth with the league championship on the line, and Pauly saved the win. In the NCCA tournament, Pauly pitched four innings against Central Florida, a team ranked seventh in the nation, and gave up just one run. He soaked up all the advice and instruction he could get, becoming the kind of athlete that Bradley called a “sponge.”

For the first time in his life, he became serious about pitching.

The summer between freshman and sophomore years, Pauly went back to Florida to lifeguard and to work out with his younger brother William. They lifted weights, ran, and threw “long-toss”—something pitchers do to strengthen throwing muscles and reinforce good mechanics. Throwing a baseball a long way requires concerted work from the legs, lower back, trunk, and arm.

Back at Princeton in the fall, Pauly continued the regimen. At a place noted for hard work, Pauly’s work ethic was extraordinary. He wore his teammates out—he threw farther and farther, backing them up across the field until they ran out of field. By the time he threw off the mound at the start of his sophomore season, he had, incredibly, increased the speed of his fastball from a middling eighty-four to a major league ninety-four miles per hour. He’d worked up a sharp-breaking slider to go with the fastball. He threw the slider low and hard, and when it wasn’t working he simply fired fastballs past hitters. He knew then he could pitch in the Ivy League.

On the way back from Princeton’s spring trip, Bradley sat next to Pauly at an ice cream shop and told him to start thinking about whether he’d remain at Princeton for all four years. He told Pauly that he was not only good enough to pitch at Rice, Stanford, and Arizona, but that he had what it took to pitch in the pros.

Pauly couldn’t believe that was true. He hadn’t grown up dreaming of playing major league baseball. He was pulling good grades in a tough chemical engineering major, thinking he might find fun, well-paying work at Bacardi back home in Florida. But the idea of his talent taking him all the way to the big leagues got inside his head. He couldn’t shake it. He didn’t set it as a goal—he was too practical for that. He didn’t believe making the majors was the kind of goal someone could set for himself and then achieve. He believed a person was either blessed with the ability, or he wasn’t. But if he had the talent in him, he vowed to bring it out and see how far he could go with it.

During his sophomore season he carried himself differently on the field. He realized he was working toward something bigger than he’d ever let himself imagine.

THE PLAYERS CAME TOGETHER on two sheets of lined paper John Schiffner kept in a battered brown briefcase. Schiffner managed the Chatham Athletics—the Chatham A’s—of the Cape Cod Baseball League, one of nine summer leagues certified by the National Collegiate Athletic Association. It was the best college summer league in the country, the most exclusive amateur baseball league in the world. Schiffner penciled in the players’ names in neat block letters, along with their positions and their colleges. They came from Illinois, Maine, Tennessee, Spokane. They came from families that valued hard work and families that hoped to one day get rich off them. They came from schools where baseball was a religion and they came from Podunk. Every name came with a different story but the same dream.

Some of the names had been on Schiffner’s lined paper for a couple of years. Some had just been added. Almost all had been recommended by professional scouts and college coaches who understood what this league demanded of and meant to a young player. In this most heavily recruited-for profession in the country, which identified prospects as early as sixth grade, which plucked élite athletes from playing fields in Asia, the Caribbean, and Latin America, one out of every six major league baseball players still rose through this single league on Cape Cod. It had helped launch many of the sport’s biggest stars: Todd Helton, Nomar Garciaparra, Jeff Bagwell, Frank Thomas, Albert Belle, Mo Vaughn, Robin Ventura, Tino Martinez, Craig Biggio, Matt Anderson, Darin Erstad, Tim Salmon, Jeff Kent, Barry Zito—household names, all, to anyone who follows the game.

Schiffner was one of the gatekeepers of the Cape Cod Baseball League. He taught history and social studies at a high school in Plainfield, Connecticut—hadn’t switched jobs in twenty-four years—but his life’s work was coaching the Chatham A’s. He’d coached in the league longer than had the other nine current field managers combined. He spent a lot of time recruiting his players. He worked more than a season ahead, getting a bead on high school seniors destined to star in college. He cultivated contacts until his network reached into every corner of organized baseball. He was a master of telephone conversations that stretched over years, and he knew how to treat people well. Some kinds of genius in this world win the Pulitzer or Nobel prize. Others get you great baseball players. In his nine seasons as manager John Schiffner had led Chatham to eight play-off appearances, five division titles, and two league championships.

The list of potential 2002 Chatham A’s in Schiffner’s briefcase rested alongside a copy of the league’s policies and guidelines, a directory of NCAA athletic departments, an old beat-up three-ring vinyl address book, a cell phone, and ten years’ worth of loose sheets on which he’d built his earlier teams. “Once in a while I even have some school stuff in there,” he mused. Time and handling had tattered and smudged many of the pages. Some of his working pages, full of cross-outs and circles and substitutions, looked ridiculous. But you could still make out the names. More than seventy-five of Schiffner’s former players now played professionally.

Getting called to play in the Cape Cod Baseball League didn’t guarantee a brilliant professional career, just as getting into Juilliard, West Point, or Harvard Business School didn’t automatically mean musical, military, or managerial greatness. Such launching pads dampen as well as enliven dreams. Every major league team sent its scouts to evaluate Cape League prospects, and from them there was no hiding. A year or more of college ball remained between Schiffner’s players and the major league draft. They would have another chance to audition, in other words—but no other showcase would be as revealing as a summer on the Cape. The stakes included fame and fortune—the average major league salary had climbed above two million dollars—or, alternatively, the dawning prospect of a career in sales, maybe, or in the family cement business.

At the same time, something more personal was at stake, something more human. On Cape Cod’s level fields, players sorted out from the uneven landscape of American college baseball discovered exactly where they stood. They glimpsed how their dreams might end.

JAMIE D’ANTONA GOT THE CALL early, at Wake Forest University. His coach, George Greer, an old friend of Schiffner’s, pulled him aside during afternoon practice near the end of D’Antona’s freshman year and asked, “How would you like to play on the Cape? I’d like you to go to Chatham—not this summer, but next summer, after your sophomore year.” D’Antona knew about the Cape, but the first thing that came into his mind was Summer Catch, the soon-to-be-released Warner Bros. film that had used the Chatham A’s as a backdrop. “Sweet!” he said.

Tim Stauffer got the call later that summer in Keene, New Hampshire, while playing in the New England Collegiate Baseball League. He’d expected the call; Schiffner had already talked with Jimmy Howard—the Orioles scout who had hoped to sign Stauffer out of high school—with Stauffer’s parents, and with his coach at the University of Richmond. Schiffner made a gentle pitch for Chatham, letting his team’s reputation do the selling.

Stauffer was unusually thoughtful for an athlete at this stage, when career decisions are increasingly controlled by adults. He was on the verge of blossoming into one of the best college pitchers in the nation. He knew that the summer prior to his junior year would be crucial—it would be the last before he became eligible, again, for the major-league draft. He feared committing to anything too early. He mulled over the call for a couple of weeks. At the end of August Schiffner’s cell phone rang in Kalamazoo, Michigan, where Schiffner and his wife, Martha, vacationed. Stauffer told the coach he’d given it a lot of thought. He would be happy to play in Chatham the next summer.

Thomas Pauly didn’t get the call until the following April, just two months before the 2002 Cape Cod baseball season would begin. That spring Schiffner had lost two pitchers on his short list to arm injuries, and another to academic ineligibility, and one more looked certain to go in the June draft. Schiffner called around, working off his long list, looking for available arms. Pauly was pitching in baseball obscurity at Princeton, beneath the gaze of most Cape League coaches, but he was having a breakout year. That spring he would be named the only All-America player from the Ivy League. His coach, Scott Bradley, thought Pauly was the sort of player who benefited most from playing on the Cape. The exposure to major-league scouts would put him on the national map, give him a higher profile than he could ever cut at Princeton. And Pauly would face tougher competition than he’d ever seen.

Pauly had been planning to return to Florida, to lifeguard and work out again with his younger brother. Bradley urged him to go to Cape Cod instead. Reluctantly, Pauly agreed. He wasn’t sure he belonged in that league.

SCHIFFNER’S RECRUITS FOR THE 2002 Chatham A’s understood much about what a summer in the Cape Cod Baseball League meant, even if only intuitively. The players knew that for those not big or fast or talented enough to go on, the summer on the Cape would stand as the height of their achievement, the nearest to professional they would experience. There was no place left after this except the solace of fantasy camps, beer leagues, and fast-pitch softball. And for those who did move up the professional ranks, the game would soon become a business, lose its innocence, some of its fun. Except for the rarest of players who went on to star in the minors or the major leagues, Cape Cod would be the last place these athletes would ever stand above the heads and shoulders of their peers. What they didn’t know, couldn’t possibly know, was who among them would make the cut.

Schiffner knew at least one more thing that would come clear later: They would never again have a season like the one they’d experience with him. They would never again be twenty years old, playing baseball on Cape Cod, with their entire lives and all the sky in front of them.

Many of the players, both the ones who stopped here and the ones who climbed further, would look back at this as the last, best summer of their playing careers.


ONE

Chatham

FOR JOHN SCHIFFNER THE SUMMER of 2002 began at four o’clock on the eighth of June. Strolling onto Veterans Field in Chatham, Massachusetts, he wore a blue Chatham A’s windbreaker tucked into pinstriped uniform pants, a crisp new Chatham A’s cap. A sloping mustache and a paunch set him apart from the lean, fresh-faced college athletes on the field with him, but he looked at home in baseball clothes. He had the stocky frame of a third baseman, which is what he’d been in his time. His face had turned ruddy from the season just past, coaching his high school team back in Plainfield. He was juggling his work in Chatham with the end of the school year in Connecticut, surviving for ten more days on coffee and No-Doz. But he was here now, where he felt most alive. At forty-seven, Schiffner had coached in Chatham since before these players were born. He gathered the first-arriving members of this year’s team around him and welcomed them to Cape Cod.

He couldn’t run a full-scale workout with just seven players, and didn’t try. Some coaches on the Cape scrambled to bring in temporary players for a few scrimmages before the real games began. Schiffner believed forty-four games were enough for any summer league. Southern Cal and North Carolina and most of the other programs from which he picked his players ran with fierce intensity. Unlike the other coaches in the league, Schiffner had played on the Cape himself—for Harwich, over three summers back in the seventies, back when he starred at Providence College and had dreamed of playing in the major leagues. He understood the need for a breather between the baseball season just ending and the one about to begin. He let his players drift in on their own timetables, which varied with differing school semesters and the logistics of travel. Most had played fifty to sixty games since early February. Tim Stauffer’s Richmond Spiders were still playing in the Super Regionals, just a step away from the pinnacle of the NCAA baseball season, the eight-team College World Series in Omaha, Nebraska. Richmond had ended Jamie D’Antona’s spring early when it knocked off Wake Forest in the first round of the post-season tournament. D’Antona was en route to Chatham, but had stopped in Connecticut for a couple of days to squeeze in a visit with his parents and sister. His father was recovering from cancer treatments. Schiffner knew where his players were coming from.

Raw, rainy weather on the Cape had chilled the first week of June, made the air sharp, more like November than summer. But now the sun shone brightly on the A’s. The breeze smelled fresh, of cool grass, almost of mint. A boxy wooden press box, newly painted gray, sat above rows of aluminum bleachers that traced the hill behind home plate. A tall, dark stand of pines loomed behind the field’s electronic scoreboard, framing the chain-link fence in left field. Beyond center and right fields, a grassy embankment swept up to a quiet paved street and the weathered, shingled buildings of Chatham’s police and fire departments. The topography set the field in a shallow bowl, a natural stadium without walls. Schiffner loved this field, though in truth it didn’t compare to the lavish, minor-league-quality palaces in which many of the A’s had spent their spring.

He stood in front of the third-base dugout and squinted into the sun through the red lenses of his Oakley sunglasses. He told his early arrivers that they’d use these first few practices for knocking some rust loose, getting some running in, getting acquainted. He was seeing many of the players for the first time in person. He knew each year that at least a few of them would surprise him. No matter how carefully he recruited, no matter how highly recommended the player, it was tough to judge a kid’s character from a distance. He looked at the faces around him and wondered if he’d made any mistakes.

THE PLAYERS STOOD QUIETLY, each of them tightly pulled knots of cool, anticipation, and nervousness. It was easy to sort out the strands. The league attracted a certain kind of swagger, and also justified it. These athletes were studs—studs’ studs—and had been handpicked for the most select summer league in the country. Besides, fine athletes were often a little aloof, especially young men taking each other’s measure. Yet the early arrivers were as anxious as they were cocky. They came from low-profile programs, the ones whose seasons had ended earlier than the rest: Princeton, Siena, Bryant, Gonzaga. These players had something to prove. Thomas Pauly was one of them. He had driven to Chatham over the past two days, wearing the same lifeguard jacket, shorts, and sandals he’d worn since leaving Florida’s heat. He’d pulled into a gas station a few miles from town and stepped out into the breezy, fifty-degree air. He called his mother and said he’d made it to the Cape, but told her it was freezing. “It will get warmer,” she said. “Don’t worry.”

But Pauly did worry. He felt out of place. He’d never played on an élite team before. He’d lucked into a spot here as a last-minute alternate, not a first choice. He’d read the bios of his teammates and realized how thin his pedigree was in comparison. Coming from Princeton implied a certain sophistication, but school differed from baseball. He’d never even been away from home in the summer. He still half wished he’d stayed in Florida to do his own thing.

Like the others around him Pauly had tracked the names of his new teammates on the Internet, names from U.S.C. and Baylor, names that showed up in Baseball America and Collegiate Baseball. That charged the anticipation, to see how good Tim Stauffer really was—Stauffer, who had burst into the college limelight that spring and won fifteen games, more than any other pitcher in Division I; Stauffer, who suddenly ranked on some lists as the best college pitcher in the whole country. Or Jamie D’Antona—the Jamie D’Antona—the all-everything from Wake Forest, the Atlantic Coast Conference leader in home runs and runs driven in, the 2001 NCAA freshman player of the year. Those credentials could intimidate a guy from Princeton who had pitched, essentially, for only three or four years. Pauly had driven into Chatham feeling the same uneasiness he’d felt upon entering Princeton, the same vague sense that—despite his straight A’s in high school, despite his 1400 College Board scores, he didn’t belong on an Ivy campus. Only after he’d received his first-semester grades had he begun to feel confident in the classroom.

While Schiffner greeted the players, Pauly stood next to a teammate from school, pitcher Scott Hindman. Hindman was funny, easy to be around, socially adept. He slipped effortlessly into new surroundings. Hindman didn’t act like a replacement pick, although, just like Pauly, that’s what he was. He didn’t seem daunted by the knowledge that Ivy League players rarely were invited to the Cape. He came from a rich family in a Chicago suburb and had a view of the world based, in part, on a sense of entitlement. He was a history major, a talker, curious about social structures, full of ideas and theories. He liked zany, sophomoric humor. For the Chatham A’s team brochure, he’d listed his off-field interests as “tap dancing and cooking candlelight dinners.”

Pauly was a realist, analytical, a chemical engineering major from a home with immigrant-family values. Tanned, dark-haired, with round, dark eyes and the lean body of a swimmer, he told people he came from Atlantic Beach, Florida, a section of town on the water, because he identified with the beach. But in fact he came from Jacksonville proper. His family had only recently moved to the beach, because the city’s serious crime had reached the edge of their old neighborhood on the St. John’s River. For whatever reason, Pauly had more respect for teammates who had started with a little less than Hindman, maybe, who didn’t talk so much about themselves, who needed to work harder at developing their talent. Still, the two of them bonded over goofiness, and hung out occasionally at Princeton. In Chatham, Pauly found comfort in familiarity. He felt more confident just standing next to Hindman.

But Hindman had worries of his own. He felt the lingering pain of reconstructed ligaments in his left elbow. The pain kept him from fully straightening his arm, even at rest. Hindman had missed all of his sophomore year following the surgery, and this past spring he’d thrown just seven innings. But he stood six foot three, and he could do something only a handful of amateur left-handed pitchers in the country could do: throw a baseball ninety miles an hour. Earlier that week the Anaheim Angels had risked a twenty-second-round pick on him in the 2002 major league draft. Hindman sensed that his elbow hadn’t recovered but told Anaheim he’d need at least six figures to sign, far more than clubs typically paid draft picks from such a low round. The Angels wanted to monitor his progress over the summer before extending an offer, a variation on an arrangement the clubs called a “draft-and-follow.” The Angels, understandably, weren’t eager to invest a lot of money on the strength of seven innings of Ivy League pitching.

Pauly and Hindman looked around as Schiffner welcomed the team. Arriving at the field earlier that afternoon, the two of them each had the same thought: This? This was the ball field of the Chatham A’s, the class of the vaunted Cape Cod League? It looked high-schoolish.

A massive brick school building next to the field had been closed following the construction of a new school outside the village, and with it had gone the showers and locker rooms once used by the A’s. The players had to show up in their uniforms or change in the parking lot. Three port-a-johns stood in a line behind the first-base dugout. The local high school team did in fact use the field. So did a town soccer team, for that matter. Its painted field markings occasionally marred the pristine surface of the diamond.

The field would be transformed on sultry summer nights when bright lights bathed the green grass, and two thousand people colored the embankments with lawn chairs and picnic blankets—when the air itself felt electric. Pauly and Hindman hadn’t experienced it yet, but they would. Sitting next to each other in the bullpen, they’d look out and say it was an awesome field. They were used to playing before only a couple of hundred fans at Princeton, while an entire campus bustled around them, unaware.

The character of the field suited the town. Chatham, a burnished summer resort on the outer bend of Cape Cod, had grown affluent in part from the appeal of toney understatement. Art studios, bookstores, old-fashioned shops, and high-end boutiques fronted the town’s long, tree-shaded Main Street. It had the feel of a college town. The wooden signs hanging by the village’s Mobil and Getty stations had been gilded in gold leaf. Off Main Street, white-clapboard and cedar-shingled houses lined narrow lanes that ran to hidden oceanfront estates and unmarked boat landings. Bed-and-breakfasts drew tourists away from the generic strip development that crowded other parts of the Mid- and Upper Cape. Chatham’s year-round population of seven thousand quadrupled during the months of July and August, the narrow roads became crowded with Land Rovers and Mercedes SUVs. Summer money, tourists, and well-heeled retirees had not only sanded the edges of the town’s old fishing and boatbuilding trades, they’d laid a veneer over them.

SCHIFFNER LEFT TWO hitters taking batting practice with his assistant coach, Matt Fincher, and followed the pitchers down the left-field line to the bullpen, an open area with two raised pitching mounds and two home plates backed by a large mesh screen. Billowy clouds blew across a luminous blue sky. The old sound of a wooden bat hitting a baseball rang out over the field, carried above the low hum of distant motors and wind in the trees. The annual rhythms commenced.

Each pitcher threw off the mound for several minutes, slowly at first, then with more steam. Schiffner stood off near the foul line, just out of earshot, with his hands in his back pockets. He looked in at Adam Yates, a tall, broad-shouldered right-hander from Ole Miss. Yates threw a couple of hard fastballs that cracked into the catcher’s mitt like rifleshot. “Oh, my,” said Schiffner. He whistled softly watching Eric Everson’s lively, three-quarter-arm fastball. Under his breath he said, “I’m impressed.” Everson—small for a pitcher—looked shorter than the five foot eleven at which he’d been advertised. He had a funky delivery. He seemed to sling the ball straight out of his armpit. He’d closed games for Gonzaga University in eastern Washington State, a second-rate place for baseball. Schiffner had trusted the Gonzaga coach’s high appraisal, though, and a rival coach out there (who’d once played for Schiffner) had corroborated it. They’d said that Everson’s fastball touched ninety-two miles per hour. Schiffner watched the pitcher throw three weak, slow-breaking curve balls in a row. “Ooooo-kay,” Schiffner muttered, to no one. “He doesn’t have a curve ball. He has no idea how to make a ball curve.”

Behind Schiffner’s back, the other pitchers scattered around the outfield, shagging batting practice while waiting their turns on the mound. Thomas Pauly stood way out by the 357-foot marker in right-center field and loosened his arm by throwing long-toss with infielder Blake Hanan, standing near the left-field line. One of Pauly’s throws sailed over Hanan’s head, nearly hitting Schiffner. Schiffner walked a few steps farther away. Pauly’s next throw nearly hit the bullpen catcher. “Hey!” Schiffner yelled to Pauly. “Move it somewhere else!” He caught the eye of Scott Hindman and said, “They teach you that at Princeton?”

“He’s added ten miles to his fastball since he started throwing long-toss,” Hindman answered. “Eighty-four to ninety-four.”

“That kid’s crazy,” said Schiffner. But Pauly’s throws had traveled close to 350 feet on the fly—a tremendous distance—and he was throwing mostly with his arm.

At the end of the workout Schiffner brought his players together in front of the third-base dugout. Blake Hanan, a dark-haired shortstop from Siena College, couldn’t stop talking. He wanted Everson to show him how they taught the change-up grip at Gonzaga. He asked Simon Williams, an outfielder from the University of Maine, if he would be lifting weights over the summer. The banter eased his anxiety.

Hanan had more reason than most to feel nervous about being there. He stood five foot eight and played at a small school with an undistinguished baseball program where the head coach spent most of his time as assistant athletic director and parents had to raise money for the team’s spring trip. Hanan had one bona fide credential. One summer he and Tim Stauffer had helped take a New York State select team called the South Troy Dodgers all the way to the Connie Mack World Series in Santa Fe. The team had finished as runners-up against some of the best competition in North America. Hanan had started at shortstop and sparked the top of the batting order. But scouts and Division I recruiters had all but ignored him, probably because of his size.

He’d chosen Siena under the guidance of Jimmy Howard, the Oriole scout who had tipped off Schiffner about Tim Stauffer. Howard, a Siena alum who’d played in the Toronto Blue Jays’ farm system, had advised Hanan that standing out in a small program, where he could start right away, would help his pro prospects more than taking a chance at a big-deal school. Hanan eagerly took Howard’s advice, and who could blame him? The scout was Hanan’s only link to professional baseball, and he clung to it.

Jimmy Howard had recommended Hanan to John Schiffner, as well. Schiffner had honored the recommendation, even though Hanan was small and his numbers only so-so at Siena. Schiffner had told Hanan up-front that he’d be a reserve and would probably get into just fifteen or twenty games. Hanan’s coach at Siena had warned Schiffner against quick judgments about his infielder. “By the end of the season,” he’d said, “I guarantee Blake will have found a way into your starting lineup.”

On his Chatham A’s player questionnaire Hanan had written “batting practice” as his favorite thing to do when he wasn’t playing baseball. For years he’d repeated a mantra to himself whenever things got hard—Against All Odds. He wrote A.A.O. inside his baseball hats in felt-tipped marker. He was thinking of having the letters tattooed on the small of his back. For as long as he remembered he had been proving himself to people who considered him too small to play at a high level.

Hanan had come with a five-pound container of protein supplement and a sore knee he wanted to keep secret. Other players who came early usually were bored at home, their college seasons long over. Hanan showed up early because he always showed up early, and because this was the Cape Cod Baseball League. This league was his chance, and he knew it.

Schiffner kept the tone light. “We’ll get you pitchers on a running program once our pitching coach is here,” he said. “For now, do what you’ve been doing. Do what you have to do. I’d like to ask, though, that you do your running right here on the field. Not that we don’t trust you. It’s just that . . . we don’t trust you.” The boys chuckled.

“Okay, you position players,” he said to Hanan and Williams. “Let’s get your running in. All two of you . . . in groups of three!” More chuckles.

Hanan sprinted to the outfield to be the first in line.

IN THE ATTACHED one-car garage at Charlie Thoms’s house, racks of neatly pressed uniform tops hung in four groups: Chatham’s home white shirts with blue pinstripes, away grays, and two versions of bright blue mesh, one for games, the other for pregame practice. On a separate rack hung thirty nylon Chatham A’s baseball jackets. Boxes of stiff, blue wool baseball caps, sorted by size, lined one wall, next to neatly arranged bins of sanitary socks, baseball stockings, cotton belts, extra-large duffel bags, batting helmets, bottles of pine tar, pine-tar rags, rock rosin bags, catcher’s gear, dozens of baseballs, and a case of Cutter bug spray. The baseballs, made by Diamond, displayed the Cape Cod Baseball League logo in green ink. Sixteen boxes of Louisville Sluggers, each box holding six new wooden bats, stood stacked next to the doorway alongside a smaller number of bats made by the Barnstable Bat Co., a boutique wooden-bat company located not far from Chatham. That company’s owner, Tom Bednark, had burned the logo of Cape Cod Potato Chips (a big sponsor of the league) into all of the bats, both his own and the Louisvilles.

The Chatham A’s gear crowded out everything else in Charlie Thoms’s garage and hinted at his obsession with the team. It also revealed how well the Chatham Athletic Association treated its players. You wouldn’t find this kind of stash at many Division I colleges, let alone summer leagues.

Dozens of volunteers, both men and women, devotedly served their baseball teams in the Cape Cod League. Thoms, the Chatham A’s volunteer general manager, couldn’t articulate what drove him, other than to say it was fun. It was a kick to do things in style. But he clearly enjoyed his association with the ballplayers. He loved talking about them, telling baseball stories from the inside. Sports psychologists might see some basking in reflected glory, “BIRGing,” at play. Thoms’s position gave him a seat on the field and a place in the lives of some kids who went on to be famous. His involvement bordered on the fanatical. In addition to overseeing the uniforms and equipment, he arranged contracts, plane tickets, scheduling, umpires, housing, postgame meals. A sandy-haired contractor who’d done well enough to own a sailboat and dabble in out-of-town real estate, Thoms had also built the new dugouts at Veterans Field and had remodeled the press box, mostly from his own pocket. The previous spring he’d driven two thousand miles in eight days to personally welcome the players coming to Chatham. A few weeks earlier he’d flown out to California and caught up with some former A’s before they graduated from college. On the campuses he gave away Chatham A’s hats and T-shirts as if they were salesmen’s samples. At the start of each season, it was usually Thoms who picked up players at the airports in Boston and Providence, each two hours away.

He and his partner, Ginor Hayes (everybody pronounced her name “Jenna”), had a full house with two teenage boys, but they opened it up to the players every summer, turning it into an unofficial team gathering place. Thoms wanted the players to feel comfortable, to have a place where they could relax, especially during their first few days in town. Every night of the week before the season, he or Ginor put steaks or burgers on the grill, or baked a big pan of lasagna. Next to the baseball bats in the garage, a spare refrigerator cooled cases of beer and soda, and a commercial-grade icemaker chugged away. Free food in quantity would always bring a group of college boys together.

Charlie and Ginor put up three or four players each summer in their basement apartment. Cape League players lived with host families for the ten-week season. The NCAA, vigilantly patrolling the line between professional and amateur status, made sure that college-eligible athletes received no financial reward for their playing. The A’s gave their players a travel stipend of up to $250 for getting to Chatham, and reimbursed them for gas money for driving to away games, but that was as far as the money went. The league’s teams required players to pay a weekly rent of around fifty dollars to their host families. Given the often-deluxe accommodations in Chatham—waterfront views, separate guesthouses, in-ground pools, landscaped gardens, tennis courts—the rent amounted to a token gesture.

In addition to lining up host families, each team helped its players find local part-time jobs, stocking shelves at the local CVS pharmacy, maybe, or washing dishes at a restaurant, or sweeping and mowing at an old folks’ home.
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“A gripping narrative that is clear-eyed, honest, and free of sentimentality, but full of the powerful
emotions our national pastime always exerts. Bravo.”— Ken Burns, director of Baseball






